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The Long-Term Competitiveness of West Michigan’s Core Industries 
WEST MICHIGAN VIEWPOINT
1
by George A. Erickcek
That which does not kill us makes us stronger. —Nietzsche 
The debate continues as to whether the Great Recession was 
simply a standard business cyclical downturn or a game-
changing structural recession that affected the very founda-
tions of regional economies. To explore this issue for west 
Michigan, we examine the competitive performance of the 
region’s core manufacturing industries from 2004 to 2014, as 
compared to those same core industries’ performance nation-
wide, to see how well they survived the recessionary storm in 
the region’s six metro areas.1 The good news is that, overall, 
the core industries in west Michigan not only survived but 
also appear to be stronger.
We define the region’s core industries as those that were at 
least twice as concentrated in terms of employment in the 
region in 2004 as they were in the nation, using location quo-
tients as the unit of measurement. An industry’s location quo-
tient is that particular industry’s percentage of the region’s 
total private employment relative to the same industry’s per-
centage of the nation’s workforce. A location quotient of 2, 
which is the benchmark used in this report, indicates that the 
industry’s employment was twice as concentrated in the re-
gion as it was nationwide. 
Although these industries are the most regionally concentrat-
ed, they may not be the area’s larger employers: health care, 
for example, is a major employer in nearly all of the areas. 
For our measure of competitiveness, we estimate the change 
in the number of jobs in the area’s core industry that was due 
to that industry’s relative performance to its national coun-
terparts from 2004 to 2014. For example, employment in the 
Grand Rapids furniture industry was up 1,700 jobs over na-
tional trends during the 10-year period, because the area’s 
furniture employment grew faster than the industry’s national 
average.   
The accompanying table reveals the following points:
1. Battle Creek houses a highly concentrated and com-
petitive transportation equipment sector made up of auto 
suppliers.
2. Grand Rapids, Holland, and Muskegon maintain a 
highly concentrated and competitive industry for office 
furniture.
3. In Kalamazoo, the paper industry’s declines have been 
less than they have been nationally, resulting in a posi-
tive score, while miscellaneous manufacturing, which 
includes Stryker, continues to show strength.
4. Muskegon’s concentration in primary metals, which 
includes Alcoa Howmet, is significant, and its competi-
tiveness remains strong.
Finally, during this time period, several new industries 
entered the core, as we defined it. In the Holland–Grand 
1 In this analysis, we used the former MSA definitions, including the 
Holland–Grand Haven MSA, which has been absorbed into the Grand 
Rapids–Wyoming MSA. 
Haven area, beverage, textile products, and wood products 
became core industries. In Kalamazoo-Portage, beverages 
and furniture were the most concentrated, and in Muskegon, 
chemical manufacturing topped the employment concentration 
threshold. Indeed, many of west Michigan’s core industries 
came out of the recession stronger, and several additional 
industries gained a greater concentration in the region.
Competitiveness of Core Industries 2004




or lost due to 
competitiveness
Battle Creek
Food mfg. 5.6 -1,815
Printing 2.9 22
Fabricated metal products 3.0 355
Transportation equipment 8.5 32
Percent of total private workforce 26.1%
Grand Rapids–Wyoming
Plastics and rubber product mfg. 3.3 1,857
Machinery mfg. 3.4 -384
Transportation equipment mfg. 3.5 397
Furniture and related product mfg. 5.1 1,708
Percent of total private workforce 30.0%
Holland–Grand Haven MSA
Food mfg. 2.6 1,080
Plastics and rubber product mfg. 3.0 1,087
Primary metal mfg. 3.3 -203
Fabricated metal product mfg. 4.3 1,079
Machinery mfg. 3.0 -45
Computer and electtronic prod. mfg. 3.1 3,100
Transportation equipment mfg. 5.9 -2,562
Furniture and related product mfg. 14.3 2,174
Percent of total private workforce 37.8%
Kalamazoo-Portage
Paper mfg. 4.3 366
Chemical mfg. 7.4 -2,564
Machinery mfg. 2.0 206
Miscellaneous mfg. 3.7 1,558
Percent of total private workforce 14.0%
Muskegon–Norton Shores
Primary metal mfg. 18.9 769
Fabricated metal product mfg. 4.5 100
Machinery mfg. 4.3 -617
Furniture and related product mfg. 2.8 380
Percent of total private workforce 34.2%
Niles–Benton Harbor
Computer and elect. product mfg.a NA NA
Elect. equip. and appliance mfg.a NA NA
Printing and related support act. 3.2 -64
Primary metal mfg. 7.8 -101
Fabricated metal product mfg. 2.4 373
Transportation equipment mfg. 2.9 -750
Percent of total private workforce NA
a Confidentiality constraints prohibited publication of employment 
levels for LECO and Whirlpool.
SOURCE: BLS QCEW quarterly private employment; calcula-
tions by W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. 
NATIONAL ECONOMY
The National Economy Is on Cruise Control
The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) cruised along at a mod-
erate rate of 2.1 percent during the third quarter (Fig. 1). The 
pace would have been higher if businesses had not raided 
their warehouses to meet demand. Final sales to U.S. house-
holds, businesses, and government increased at a 2.7 percent 
rate. The increase in GDP was accompanied by strong em-
ployment gains, rising wage earnings, and no signs of infla-
tion. Interest rates remain low, the dollar is strong relative 
to other major currencies, and our trade deficit is shrinking. 
Even to economists, the economic highway appears to be an 
open road with few speed bumps. 
• GDP grew at a 2.1 percent annualized rate in the quarter, 
decelerating from a robust but unsustainable 3.9 percent 
annual rate in the second quarter.
• The consensus forecast of professional forecasters polled 
by the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia calls for 
GDP to grow by 2.4 percent for all of 2015 and to in-
crease by a slightly higher 2.6 percent in 2016. 
• Employers added 621,000 workers during the third quar-
ter after expanding by 610,000 during the second quarter. 
In October, employers added another 271,000 workers, 
and in November they expanded their workforce by an-
other 211,000.
Despite strong auto sales, manufacturing employment dipped 
slightly in the third quarter. The Institute of Supply Manage-
ment’s (ISM) monthly manufacturing index barely topped 50 
percent, lending further support to the notion that manufac-
turing employment may have plateaued.
As shown in Figure 2, consumers pushed the economy for-
ward during the third quarter.
• Consumer expenditures accounted for 2.05 percentage 
points of the quarter’s growth, or nearly all of it.
• Businesses contributed modestly to the quarter’s GDP 
growth through investments in equipment and structures.
• Businesses dipped into their inventories, thus reducing 
the quarter’s growth by 0.6 percentage points.
• Sluggish international markets held back exports.
Consumer spending rose at a healthy 3.0 percent during the 
quarter, and consumer confidence remains high (Fig. 3). 
• Even though the Conference Board’s Consumer Confi-
dence Index declined slightly in October, it remains near 
100, a healthy mark.
• This confidence is reflected in consumers’ willingness to 
borrow; consumer debt grew at an annual rate of 7.5 per-
cent during the third quarter. 
The nation’s strong labor market is reflected in the unemploy-
ment rate dropping to 5.0 percent in October (Fig. 4). The per-
centage of unemployed workers who have been looking for 
work for more than six months has dropped from 32.7 percent 


















Figure 2  Major Activity Contribution to GDP Change  












































































Figure 1  Gross Domestic Product and Nonfarm Employment 




































Figure 3  Consumer Confidence and Change in Consumer Debt 


















































Figure 4  U.S. Unemployment Rate and Long-Term Unemployment 
Unemployment rate Percentage unemployed 27 weeks or more 
The strong labor market conditions are pushing up hourly 
earnings. During the 12-month period ending in October, av-
erage hourly earnings rose by 2.5 percent.
The nation’s housing market continues to improve at a mod-
erate rate. In October, existing home sales rose nearly 4.0 
percent, and the median price has increased by 5.8 percent 
to $219,600 from the same month last year, according to the 
National Association of Realtors (NAR). 
• Home prices, as measured by the Federal Housing Finan-
cial Agency’s House Price Index, rose by 5.7 percent in 
the quarter from the same quarter last year (Fig. 5).
• Building permits issued in October for privately owned 
housing units rose 2.7 percent from last year. 
Low mortgage rates continue to support the housing market.
In fact, both interest rates and consumer prices remain at rock-
bottom levels, despite the ongoing growth of the economy.
• Since August, mortgage rates have stayed below 4.0 per-
cent (Fig. 6).
• The yield on 90-day Treasuries hovers near zero percent, 
while 10-year Treasury bonds are at 2.07 percent.
• The consumer price index is up just 0.2 percent for the 
12-month period ending in October.
When the energy section is removed from the CPI, the index 
jumps to a 1.9 percent increase for the 12-month period. The 
Personal Consumption Expenditure Price Index, which is the 
index preferred by the Federal Reserve, inched up by only 
0.22 percent during the past year. If the food and energy sec-
tors are removed, the rate of increase  is still only 1.28 per-
cent, well below the Fed’s inflationary target of 2.0 percent. 
The Federal Reserve’s latest survey of senior loan officers 
at the nation’s major banks found little change in either the 
business demand for loans or the standards on commercial 
and industrial loans (Fig. 7). 
Even though most analysts are predicting that the Federal Re-
serve Open Market Committee will bump up short-term rates 
slightly in December, clearly the latest reading on prices does 
not call for it. Moreover, although the unemployment rate is 
at 5.0 percent, the quarter’s relatively low employment-to-
population ratio of persons 16 years and older, 59.3 percent, 
suggests there is still slack in the national labor market. 
Finally, international markets remain flat, which contributed 
to our exports increasing at a slow 1.9 percent annual rate 
during the third quarter. The combined real GDP of the 34 
member countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), including the United 
States, increased at a sluggish 0.4 percent rate in the third 
quarter and by 2.2 percent from the same quarter last year.
Not surprisingly, given the strength of the U.S. economy 
relative to its major trading partners, the value of the dollar 
against other major currencies remains high (Fig. 8). 
Indeed, the greenback is at its highest level since 2003. De-
spite the strength of the dollar and the sluggish economies of 
our major trading partners, the U.S. trade deficit in goods and 



















































Figure 5  Single-Family Building Permits and Index  
of Existing Home Prices 























Figure 6  Interest Rates and Inflation 
30-year mortgages 
10-year Treasury bill 
3-month Treasury bill 




























Figure 7  Federal Reserve Senior Loan Officers Survey: 
Demand and Lending Standards for Commercial and Industrial 
Loans by Medium-to-Large Firms 
Reporting tightening standards 
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Figure 8  U.S. Trade Balance and Nominal Index of the Value of the 
Dollar against Seven Major Currencies 
Major currencies' dollar index 
Trade balance 
REGIONAL INDUSTRY OUTLOOK
Manufacturing Employment Growth Tops 4 Percent 
in Michigan
Manufacturing employment growth was mixed in the Great 
Lakes region, which encompasses Wisconsin, Michigan, 
Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois. Manufacturing employment 
in Michigan had the strongest growth in the region, at 4.2 
percent. Growth was more modest in the other Great Lakes 
states, ranging from 2.2 percent in Indiana to a 1.3 percent 
loss in Illinois. In spite of Michigan’s large advantage in man-
ufacturing growth, the state’s total employment growth from 
the third quarter of 2014 to the third quarter of 2015, 2.1 per-
cent, was only the second highest of the region. Indiana had 
the largest employment growth, posting 2.4 percent over the 
12-month period. Illinois managed to record an increase of 
0.7 percent in total employment over those 12 months in spite 
of the 1.3 percent loss in manufacturing employment. 
Hourly earnings increased in Michigan by 3.3 percent from 
the third quarter of 2014 to the third quarter of 2015, the sec-
ond highest of the Great Lakes states after Ohio, which posted 
a 3.5 percent gain. Manufacturing earnings growth was the 
highest in Michigan, rising by 2.9 percent. Wisconsin came in 
second, at 2.1 percent growth in earnings. 
The October Beige Book, published by the Federal Reserve 
Board, includes a quarterly survey conducted by the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Chicago of industry representatives. This 
survey indicates that growth will continue for the next 6 to 12 
months, though at a slower rate than previously.  The survey 
also notes the following:
• Consumer spending slowed over the last reporting period. 
• The Michigan tourism industry had a good summer, with 
higher spending than in the previous year.
• Commercial real estate demand increased in retail, indus-
trial, and office properties. Residential construction also 
increased at a modest rate.
• Manufacturing growth was solid in the transportation 
sector, including heavy trucks and aerospace. Other man-
ufacturing industries were less robust, but manufacturing 
in the region still surpassed the national average.
• Specialty metal producers reported weak demand. Manu-
facturing suppliers of the oil and gas industries reported 
especially low growth numbers, likely because of lower 
investment following the low gas prices.
• Similar to the national credit conditions shown on the 
previous page in Figure 8, credit conditions in the Great 
Lakes region were relatively unchanged in the survey 
period.
• Mortgage and auto loan demand were strong, as was de-
mand for small business loans.
• Energy and steel prices helped depress overall prices 
across the region. Retail prices were unchanged.
• Wages increased for high-productivity employees at 
most manufacturing firms, and some firms reported wage 
increases for all workers. 
• In agriculture, corn yields were less bountiful than in the 
previous year, and the harvest came later. However, soy-
bean production exceeded last year’s mark. 
• Wheat and milk prices increased, while pork and cattle 
prices fell off. Poultry producers are still recovering fi-
nancially from the avian flu outbreak, which last spring 
forced farmers in Iowa and elsewhere to kill tens of mil-
lions of poultry to halt its spread.
4
  OFFICE FURNITURE INDUSTRY UPDATE
Production Enjoying Healthy Increases
The national forecast for the furniture industry, prepared 
by IHS Global Insight for the Business and Institutional 
Furniture Manufacturers Association, projects that the in-
dustry will end the year with $10.3 billion in production, 
an increase of 4.9 percent from 2014. “Production” is the 
value of furniture produced in the United States. IHS also 
forecasts that production will be $10.6 billion in 2016, an 
increase of 4.2 percent from 2015. 
Similarly, Michael A. Dunlap and Associates (MADA) also 
find that the conditions for furniture manufacturing in west 
Michigan are strong. The overall MADA index in October 
was 56.05, down slightly from the July index reading of 
58.78 but still high. An index reading over 50 means the in-
dustry is growing, and the October index of 56.05 is above 
the historical average of 54.68. According to Michael Dun-
lap, “the industry is still on course to achieve [its] best year 
in more than a decade.” Survey responses indicate that em-
ployment improved while other measures slipped. Gross 
shipments, capital expenditures, and new product develop-
ment all declined in the third quarter. “Personal outlook” 
also fell to 64.67, but its July reading of 66.40 was the high-
est recorded in survey history, and the current reading still 
suggests a very optimistic outlook by respondents.
In the third quarter, the employment index nudged upward 
as the industry picked up about 100 jobs in the Grand Rap-
ids area. The employment index has increased since last 









































MADA Office Furniture Industry Index and  
Index of West Michigan Furniture Industry Employment 




  AUTO INDUSTRY UPDATE
Sales Are Still Strong but May Be Settling into a Stable 
Period
Car and light vehicle sales in the United States averaged 
17.7 million units per year through the first 10 months 
of 2015. The last time annual sales were over 17 million 
units a year was in 2006. Sales are up 5.8 percent from 
the same time period in 2014. According to the Michigan 
Economic Outlook, prepared by Joan P. Crary, Gabriel 
M. Ehrlich, George A. Fulton, and Donald R. Grimes 
for the University of Michigan’s Research Seminar in 
Quantitative Economics (RSQE), light vehicle sales in the 
United States will reach 18.0 million units in 2016 and 
18.1 million in 2017. The Detroit Three are projected to 
sell 7.9 million units—44.2 percent of the total—in 2016, 
and 8.1 million units in 2017. These sales projections 
suggest that while growth has been strong, continued 
growth is at an end, and auto sales will merely be stable 
for the next few years.
According to the National Auto Dealers Association 
(NADA), General Motors (GM) sales have increased 5.3 
percent though October 2015 over the same point in 2014. 
Ford’s sales so far this year have risen by 5.6 percent, with 
growth in the Ford brand specifically, while Lincoln sales 
have declined. Fiat Chrysler has had the largest growth so 
far this year of the Detroit Three, with sales increasing by 
7.2 percent on the strength of the Jeep brand. 
In the used vehicle market, NADA reported modest price 
drops in September and October of this year. However, the 
organization notes that prices this fall have not dropped 
as far as in previous years. The average age of vehicles 
in the United States hit a record 11.5 years, according to 
a survey published in July by IHS Global. Owners are 
holding onto their vehicles longer, whether those vehicles 
are new or used. The average length of ownership for new 
vehicles was 77.8 months in the first quarter of 2015, up 
by 26 months from the first quarter of 2006. Used vehicle 
ownership length also increased over the same period to 
63 months, an increase of 25 months from the start of 
2006. While new vehicle sales are projected to stabilize, 
the aging cars now on the road may continue to drive sales.
The New Contract
The largest news in the auto industry was the recently 
finalized United Auto Workers (UAW) contract with the 
Detroit Three. The contract will be in place for the next 
four years. The negotiation was more contentious than 
in previous years: workers rejected the initial contract 
that Fiat Chrysler management offered them, but they 
approved a second contract following slight changes to 
the terms and a better communication effort to members. 
The GM contract was ratified by most members but was 
initially rejected by skilled trades workers. Ford workers 
were the last to vote, and they very narrowly approved the 
contract. 
The new contract did not eliminate the two-tiered wage 
system which had been in place since 2007. The two-tiered 
system had lower wages for newly hired workers and was 
unpopular with many UAW workers. The terms of the new 
contract preserve this system but do raise the starting-wage 
level for new workers, narrowing the gap between the new 
and old system workers. Along with a higher starting wage 
for workers starting on the lower tier, such workers will 
also receive increased signing bonuses of $8,500 at Ford, 
$8,000 at GM, and $4,000 at Fiat Chrysler. 
Some analysts have suggested that the contract may lead 
to some jobs being moved to Mexico, as the increased 
wage pressure may encourage the production of lower-
profit-margin vehicles abroad. Smaller vehicles have a 
lower margin of profit and are often sold abroad, making 
production outside the United States appealing. Trucks 
and light SUVs remain large sellers and are mostly made 
in the United States, but that situation may change if gas 
prices increase. However, they are not expected to increase 
in the foreseeable future, as OPEC appears to be trying to 
increase its market share by putting more oil on the market. 
The new contract has fewer guarantees for the number 
of jobs and more guarantees for wages and benefits for 
current and new UAW members.
Volkswagen’s Misdeeds Can Affect Michigan
The Volkswagen emissions cheating scandal has not left 
the Michigan auto suppliers unaffected. Although no 
Volkswagen vehicles are produced in Michigan, the Center 
for Automotive Research (CAR) reports that Volkswagen 
suppliers Tenneco and BorgWarner have seen their stock 
price fall following the revelations by Volkswagen. These 
companies have in no way been implicated in the scandal, 
and they do supply other auto manufacturers; nevertheless, 


























































U.S. Light Vehicle Sales and Inventories 
Total light vehicle sales Unit inventory 
STATE OF MICHIGAN ECONOMY
Durable Goods, Education, and Health Services Show Gains
Total employment increased slightly in the third quarter, inch-
ing up by 0.2 percent, or 8,300 jobs. Durable goods manufac-
turing led the way, with education and health services close 
behind. The state’s unemployment rate fell to 5.1 percent in 
the third quarter. The state’s economic indicators were posi-
tive in the quarter, suggesting that healthy employment condi-
tions will continue into the next quarter.
The figure above shows unemployment falling to 5.1 percent 
in the third quarter, lower than the national quarterly aver-
age of 5.2. Employment change was flat in 2010 (see figure 
above), but every year since then has seen healthy increases. 
Since 2011, the quarter-to-quarter employment rate has hov-
ered between 71,000 and 75,000 jobs per year, but for the 
most recent quarter, employment is up by 91,730 from the 
third quarter of 2014. 
Goods-producing employment grew by 0.2 percent, with 
manufacturing gains offsetting construction employment 
losses. Construction employment shrank over the third quar-
ter, in spite of the fact that the rate of new dwelling units in-
creased by 15.5 percent. Despite the losses, construction em-
ployment was still 5.7 percent higher than it had been in the 
third quarter of 2014. Durable goods manufacturing increased 
by 1.2 percent, driving the manufacturing sector. Nondurable 
goods employment was virtually unchanged, both from the 
second quarter and from the third quarter of last year. 
According to a forecast from the University of Michigan’s Re-
search Seminar in Quantitative Economics (RSQE), the rate 
of growth for manufacturing will slow in 2016. The research-
ers forecast that the state of Michigan will add 20,000 jobs by 
the end of this year, but only 5,000 more by the fourth quarter 
of 2016 and an additional 5,000 in 2017. The slowdown in the 
rate of growth of the manufacturing sector is attributed to the 
projection that auto sales will plateau in the next two years. 
The service sector improved by 0.3 percent during the third 
quarter. Gains were driven by education and health services, 
financial activities, and professional and business services. 
Leisure and hospitality contracted by 0.1 percent, an unchar-
acteristic slip in employment, as the hospitality sector had 
been growing in the state and continues to grow in west Mich-
igan. In spite of the quarterly stall, leisure and hospitality em-
ployment grew by 2.1 percent from the previous year. The 
information sector shrank by 2.1 percent in the third quarter 
and is the only service industry to have fallen from the third 
quarter of 2014. Information includes media, traditional pub-
lishing, and Internet publishing. 
The RSQE forecast for service employment projects growth 
though 2016 and 2017 for most industries at a higher rate than 
manufacturing. The trade, transportation, and utilities sector 
and the leisure and hospitality sector are both expected to ei-
ther maintain their rate of growth or increase in 2016. Only 
the professional and business services sector is projected to 
grow more slowly, falling from 19,000 new jobs by the end 
of 2015 to 15,000 new jobs by the end of 2016. Note that no 
industries are expected to decline; rather, it is only expected 




































Michigan Employment Change and Unemployment Rate 
(3rd quarter to 3rd quarter, seasonally adjusted) 

















Michigan Personal Income Growth 
% change 












Retail Activity in Michigan 
(12-month moving average) 
Retail index 
Hiring 
NOTE:  Index = % reporting an increase in sales + [0.5 x (% reporting no change)]. 
Michigan Statistics
(seasonally adjusted)
2015 2015 % change, 2014 % change,
Measure Q3 Q2 Q2 to Q3 Q3 Q3 to Q3
Employment (by place of work)
Total nonfarm employment 4,274,570 4,266,270 0.2 4,186,600 2.1
Goods-producing 760,210 758,640 0.2 728,230 4.4
    Natural resources and mining 8,170 8,300 –1.6 8,200 –0.4
    Construction 151,570 155,270 –2.4 143,430 5.7
    Manufacturing 600,470 595,070 0.9 576,600 4.1
        Durable goods 460,900 455,470 1.2 436,970 5.5
        Nondurable goods 139,570 139,600 0.0 139,630 0.0
Private service–providing 2,923,430 2,914,600 0.3 2,861,970 2.1
    Trade, transportation, and utilities 765,570 764,500 0.1 758,100 1.0
        Transportation and utilities 130,670 131,870 –0.9 129,770 0.7
        Wholesale trade 169,770 169,100 0.4 168,200 0.9
        Retail trade 465,130 463,530 0.3 460,130 1.1
    Information 54,870 56,070 –2.1 57,570 –4.7
    Financial activities 211,730 208,700 1.5 204,770 3.4
    Professional and business services 643,900 640,700 0.5 620,530 3.8
    Educational and health services 661,130 656,800 0.7 643,130 2.8
    Leisure and hospitality 415,830 416,100 –0.1 407,470 2.1
    Other services 170,400 171,730 –0.8 170,400 0.0
Government 590,930 593,030 –0.4 596,400 –0.9
Unemployment    
Number unemployed 241,920 260,520 –7.1 324,070 –25.3
Unemployment rate (%) 5.1 5.5 6.8
State indexes (1996 = 100)
Local components
    UI initial claims 8,439 9,377 –10.0 10,593 –20.3
    New dwelling unitsa 15,108 13,077 15.5 17,092 –11.6
NOTE: Employment numbers for durable and nondurable goods, transportation and utilities, wholesale trade, and retail trade are seasonally adjusted 
  by the W.E. Upjohn Institute. Other numbers are seasonally adjusted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Categories may not sum to total because 
  of rounding. 
a Seasonally adjusted annual rates.
SOURCE: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Based on dwelling data from Dodge Data and Analytics and on employment data 
  from the Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth.
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Government employment fell by 0.4 percent in the third quar-
ter and remains 0.9 percent below its level in the same quarter 
of the previous year.
Retail employment increased slightly over the quarter, with 
a 0.3 percent change. Retail employment had a more robust 
gain from 2014, increasing by 1.1 percent over the year. The 
Michigan Association of Retailers survey conducted by the 
Federal Reserve of Chicago shows that the retail activity in-
dex fell off slightly in the third quarter, after increasing steadi-
ly since early 2014. When the index is above 50, it means 
the majority of retailers are experiencing increased sales; 
however, employment has not grown to match. Shown in the 
figure, the Federal Reserve’s hiring index has experienced a 
similar decline to the sales index since midyear. The employ-
ment decline follows an increased hiring period beginning in 
mid-2014 that was not as robust as sales.
Personal income increased by 1.0 percent in the second quar-
ter and may be helping fuel retail sales, if not retail employ-
ment. The percentage change in personal income has been 
steady in the past year, with modest gains starting in the sec-
ond quarter of 2014, compared to more volatility in the previ-
ous years. 
The economic indicators were positive during the quarter, 
suggesting continued job growth into the next quarter. Ini-
tial claims for unemployment insurance fell by 10.0 percent, 
and the rate of new dwelling units increased by 15.5 percent. 
Comerica Bank’s Michigan Economic Index grew by 0.3 per-
cent in August to 127.4. The index is 53 points above the cy-
clical low of 74.0.
WEST MICHIGAN ECONOMY
Employment Gains in West Michigan Overcome Public-Sector Losses
Employment in west Michigan improved by 0.9 percent in 
the third quarter, an increase of nearly 8,000 jobs, in spite of 
public-sector employment losses. The region’s unemployment 
rate fell to 4.2 percent, down from 4.6 percent in the previous 
quarter. Job growth is expected to continue into the next quar-
ter, as the region’s economic indicators are positive.
The regional unemployment rate averaged 4.2 in the third 
quarter. The Ann Arbor MSA continues to have the lowest 
unemployment rate in the state, posting a 3.4 percent rate in 
the third quarter. However, the MSAs of west Michigan are 
no longer the second-lowest, as they had been for over a year. 
The Lansing–East Lansing MSA’s unemployment rate was 
4.0 percent, and the Monroe MSA was right behind at 4.1. 
Detroit-Warren-Livonia put up an unemployment rate of 5.6 
percent, the lowest since 2001. 
Goods-producing employment improved by 1.7 percent, led 
by manufacturing. Regional manufacturers added 2,080 jobs 
in the third quarter, an increase of 1.3 percent. The manu-
facturing sector is also up by 4.1 percent over the past 12 
months. Construction had another strong quarter, increasing 
by 4.2 percent, or an additional 1,330 jobs. This improvement 
in construction employment came along with a 25.0 percent 
increase in the rate of new home construction. 
Service-providing employment improved by 0.9 percent on 
gains across most industries. Unlike the statewide situation, 
where leisure and hospitality employment fell, leisure and 
hospitality employment in west Michigan led the service-
sector growth in the third quarter. Hospitality employment 
posted a 3.2 percent gain, 2,560 jobs, over the quarter. The 
educational and health services sector and the professional 
and business services sector added 1,290 and 1,240 jobs, re-
spectively. The only real disappointment in the services sector 
was from a 0.7 percent drop in trade, transportation, and utili-
ties employment. The industries in this group lost 1,000 jobs 
in the third quarter, led by a 600-job loss in retail.
According to the Retail Activity Index, prepared by the Chi-
cago Federal Reserve Bank in cooperation with the Michi-
gan Retailers Association, west Michigan is still experienc-
ing an increase in sales, as shown in the figure. However, the 
12-month moving average tracks a rate of growth that appears 
to be slowing, as does the statewide index. While the index 
value, which is over 50, means that sales are increasing, those 
increasing sales have not translated into increased hiring. The 
west Michigan retail index lacks the employment index that 
is shown in the statewide figure, but according to the data 
shown in the table, retail employment shrank by 0.7 percent 
in the third quarter.
Each quarter, we rotate which aspect of labor demand we 
examine from Labor/Insight, an interactive application from 
Burning Glass Technologies that generates reports in real 
time on job-posting data. This quarter we have come back 
to where we started, looking at the education and experience 
levels demanded by area employers in job postings over the 
past year. The largest number of openings were for jobs re-
quiring a bachelor’s degree, though there were relatively few 
openings for workers with less than two years of experience. 
There were roughly as many openings for less experienced 
workers as there were for workers with a bachelor’s degree 
and three to five years of experience. However, skill demand 























Unemployment Rate in Other Michigan Metropolitan Areas 













Retail Activity in West Michigan 
Retail index  12-month moving average 





















High school or voc. 
training 
Job postings 
Education and Experience Requirements as Specified in Job Postings,  
Q4 2014 through Q3 2015, West Michigan 
0 to 2 years of experience 3 to 5 years of experience 
6 to 8 years of experience 9+ years of experience 
SOURCE:  Burning Glass International Inc. (2015). 
 
West Michigan (5 MSAs) Statistics
(seasonally adjusted)
2015 2015 % change, 2014 % change,
Measure Q3 Q2 Q2 to Q3 Q3 Q3 to Q3
Employment (by place of work)
Total nonfarm employment 858,440 850,460 0.9 832,370 3.1
Goods-producing 199,110 195,700 1.7 189,740 4.9
    Construction and mining 33,020 31,690 4.2 30,120 9.6
    Manufacturing 166,090 164,010 1.3 159,620 4.1
Private service–providing 566,080 561,140 0.9 548,820 3.1
    Trade, transportation, and utilities 147,590 148,590 –0.7 147,530 0.0
       Retail trade 84,500 85,100 –0.7 84,350 0.2
    Information (5 MSAs)a 7,450 7,530 –1.1 7,650 –2.6
    Financial activities 38,980 38,160 2.1 37,730 3.3
    Professional and business services 114,270 112,980 1.1 108,760 5.1
    Educational and health services 140,700 139,460 0.9 135,230 4.0
    Leisure and hospitality 82,700 80,140 3.2 77,750 6.4
    Other services 34,390 34,280 0.3 34,170 0.6
Government 93,250 93,620 –0.4 93,810 –0.6
Unemployment
Number unemployed 45,860 49,610 –7.6 61,690 –25.7
Unemployment rate (%) 4.2 4.6 5.8
Local indexes
UI initial claims 1,130 1,171 –3.5 1,311 –  13.8
New dwelling unitsb 4,647 3,693 25.8 3,548 31.0
NOTE: Categories may not sum to total because of rounding. 
a Information employment data are not available for Battle Creek MSA.
b Seasonally adjusted annual rates. Van Buren County is not included. 
SOURCE: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Based on dwelling data from Dodge Data and Analytics; and on employment data from the 
Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth.
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MSAs of west Michigan, 78 percent of jobs lacked any re-
quirements specifying education and experience level. 
The region’s economic indicators were positive, suggesting 
job growth will continue into the next quarter. New claims 
for unemployment insurance declined slightly, dropping by 
3.5 percent over the quarter. Claims are down by 13.8 percent 
over the year. The rate of new home construction picked 
up by 25.8 percent in the third quarter, and construction 
employment increased by 4.2 percent in the quarter.
Government employment contracted slightly, falling by 0.4 
percent over the third quarter. The public sector is also down 
by 0.6 percent from the third quarter of 2014.
The Google index remains well below the peak of 2010. 
This figure shows the amount of searches for “welfare and 
unemployment” as an indicator of how much economic 
insecurity people are feeling. Given that the unemployment 
rate and claims for new unemployment insurance are both 
at historic lows, the workers of west Michigan seem to be 
feeling quite secure. The data are not seasonally adjusted, 
and normally we would start to see an upswing in the third 
quarter; however, this quarter, the index continued the march 
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BATTLE CREEK MSA
Battle Creek Enjoys Gains in Nearly Every Sector
Employment in the Battle Creek MSA increased by a modest 
0.7 percent, 430 jobs, with employment gains in nearly every 
industry sector. The area’s unemployment rate dipped to 4.6, 
from 5.1 in the previous quarter. The unemployment rate is 
1.5 points below the previous year. The economic indicators 
are positive, suggesting growth will continue into the next 
quarter.
Employment by residence in the county increased in the 
third quarter, following a slight dip in the second quarter. 
The unemployment rate dropped by 0.5 points to 4.6 percent 
on the increase of employed residents and a modest drop in 
the unemployed population. The jobless rate in Battle Creek 
is lower by a half point than the statewide average of 5.1 
percent. Shown in the figure above, employment by place of 
work similarly lost ground in the second quarter, although in 
the third quarter it grew by a larger amount, erasing previous 
losses and adding to county employment. 
Goods-producing employment was virtually unchanged, 
increasing by a scant 0.1 percent on the mixed performance of 
sector industries. Construction employment fell by 1.8 percent 
over the quarter and is down by the same percentage—1.8—
from the same quarter in 2014. Nondurable goods 
manufacturing declined for another quarter, by 1.7 percent. 
Nondurable goods are down by 8.1 percent from the third 
quarter of 2014. Detailed industry data is not yet available 
for this quarter, but in previous quarters, food manufacturing 
has led the decline in nondurable goods employment. Durable 
goods manufacturing increased by 0.9 percent, just offsetting 
the other losses in the sector. Durable goods manufacturing 
growth remains relatively strong and is 6.8 percent above the 
same quarter in 2014. 
The service sector had a more robust quarter, with growth 
occurring in nearly every industry. The rebound in the third 
quarter follows a rough second quarter in which the services 
sector brought down the total employment of the area. The only 
industries to contract in the third quarter were the relatively 
small financial activities industry and “other services,” which 
include repair, religious organizations, household services, 
and others. Both the leisure and hospitality industry and 
professional and business services had solid growth over 
the third quarter, and both are over 7.0 percent higher than 
for the same quarter in 2014. The news this quarter includes 
expansions and contractions in the education sector. Western 
Michigan University is looking at expanding the aviation 
program in Battle Creek and is currently seeking state support 
for the expansion. Kellogg Community College is expanding 
its Regional Manufacturing Technology Center at Fort Custer. 
However, Miller College, a private college in Battle Creek, 
announced staff cuts following budget reviews. 
Government employment increased by 0.4 percent in the third 
quarter and stands 1.7 percent higher than at this time in 2014.
Each quarter, we rotate which aspect of labor demand we 
examine from Labor/Insight, an interactive application from 
Burning Glass Technologies that generates reports in real 
time on job-posting data. This quarter we have come back 
to where we started, looking at the education and experience 
levels demanded by area employers in job postings over the 
last year. Demand is highest for those workers possessing at 
least a bachelor’s degree. However, relatively few of those 
postings are for entry-level positions: over 250 jobs required 
at least three years of experience, compared to 155 requiring 
zero to two years of experience. Jobs that required only a 
high school education formed the next highest number of 
postings. Most job postings open to inexperienced workers 
asked for only a high school degree. There were almost as 
many postings at the associate’s degree level as there were 
at the graduate degree level. But note that 73 percent of job 
postings in the last year were excluded from this chart, as they 
did not contain any information specifying the education and 
experience required for the job.
The area’s economic indicators were mixed, suggesting job 
growth will hold steady into the next quarter. The rate of 
new dwelling units declined by 15.9 percent, dropping to an 
annualized rate of 37 new homes per year. New claims for 
unemployment insurance also dropped, by 7.8 percent, and 
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2015 2015 % change, 2014 % change,
Measure Q3 Q2 Q2 to Q3 Q3 Q3 to Q3
Employment (by place of work)
Total nonfarm employment 59,270 58,840 0.7 57,570 3.0
Goods-producing 13,260 13,250 0.1 12,890 2.9
    Construction and mining 1,620 1,650 –1.8 1,650 –1.8
    Manufacturing 11,640 11,600 0.3 11,240 3.6
          Durable goods 9,380 9,300 0.9 8,780 6.8
          Nondurable goods 2,260 2,300 –1.7 2,460 –8.1
Private service–providinga 35,430 35,050 1.1 34,280 3.4
    Trade, transportation, and utilities 9,230 9,200 0.3 9,530 –3.1
          Retail trade 5,770 5,730 0.7 5,610 2.9
    Financial activities 1,190 1,200 –0.8 1,190 0.0
    Professional and business services 6,800 6,690 1.6 6,310 7.8
    Educational and health services 11,120 11,020 0.9 10,610 4.8
    Leisure and hospitality 4,920 4,750 3.6 4,570 7.7
    Other services 2,170 2,190 –0.9 2,070 4.8
Government 10,580 10,540 0.4 10,400 1.7
Unemployment
Number unemployed 2,970 3,320 –10.5 3,920 –24.2
Unemployment rate (%) 4.6 5.1 6.1
Local indexes
UI initial claims 106 115 –7.8 129 –17.8
New dwelling unitsb 37 44 –15.9 39 –5.1
NOTE: Categories may not sum to total because of rounding.
   a Data for information services is included in the “other services” sector.
   b Seasonally adjusted annual rates.
Battle Creek MSA
Industry Employment Change by Place of Work, First Quarter to First Quarter
(not seasonally adjusted)
2015 2014 Percent 2015 2014 Percent
Industry Q1 Q1 change Industry Q1 Q1 change
Goods-producing Arts, entertainment, and recreation 370 410 –9.8
Food manufacturing 1,430 1,410 1.4 Accommodation and food services 3,970 3,810 4.2
Fabricated metal products mfg. 2,550 2,020 26.2    Food services and drinking places 3,460 3,480 –0.6
Transportation equipment mfg. 5,260 4,960 6.0
Private service–providing Government
Professional and technical services 2,480 2,510 –1.2 Federal government 2,860 2,870 –0.3
Administrative and support services 2,640 2,430 8.6 State government 450 420 7.1
Educational services 1,160 1,170 –0.9 Local government 6,940 6,920 0.3
Health care and social assistance 8,900 8,700 2.3
   Ambulatory health care services 2,710 2,890 –6.2
SOURCE: Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth, QCEW/ES-202 data.
SOURCE: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Based on dwelling data from Dodge Data and Analytics; and on employment data from the 
Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth.
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GRAND RAPIDS–WYOMING MSA
Service Sector Drives Growth in Grand Rapids
Nonfarm employment grew by 0.7 percent in the third quarter 
in the Grand Rapids–Wyoming MSA, driven primarily 
by service-sector gains. The unemployment rate fell to 
3.4 percent. The area’s economic indicators were mixed, 
suggesting little employment change in the next quarter.
Both employment by place of residence and employment by 
place of work continued their steady march upward in the 
third quarter. The figure above shows employment and the 
area unemployment rate. After modest drops in the unem-
ployment rate over the last year, the jobless rate in the third 
quarter fell more substantially, by 0.5 points, to 3.4 percent. 
Full employment is generally considered to be when the un-
employment rate is at 3.0 percent. The Grand Rapids MSA is 
approaching that threshold, which suggests a very tight labor 
market. According to a recent report from TALENT 2025, av-
erage wages rose in Kent and Ottawa Counties through the 
first quarter of the year, another indicator of a labor shortage.
Goods-producing employment increased by 0.8 percent over 
the third quarter. As with statewide trends in manufacturing 
employment growth, durable goods employment drove the 
gains, improving by 1.6 percent in the quarter. Durable goods 
also improved by 7.3 percent from the same quarter in the 
previous year. Construction employment, which had been 
a driver of growth for the last several quarters, fell by 1.6 
percent over the quarter.  The rate of new dwelling unit con-
struction also fell in the third quarter, dropping by 22 percent. 
News reports tell of lots of new development downtown, but 
perhaps fewer projects than in previous years. 
The news for manufacturing is more positive. Byrne Elec-
trical Specialists announced the construction of a $750,000 
facility in Montcalm County, which is expected to bring in 
32 jobs. Hearthside is adding another baking line and is ex-
pected to add up to 66 new workers. New Holland Brewing 
has begun construction of its new brewing facility in Grand 
Rapids. Once completed, the facility is expected to employ 
150 at the site. 
The private services–providing sector improved by 0.6 per-
cent over the quarter, with growth occurring across nearly 
every industry. Leisure and hospitality employment led the 
way, posting a 2.3 percent employment gain during the quar-
ter. The hospitality sector appears strong—a 142-room hotel 
is expected to open by the end of the year along the stretch 
known as the Medical Mile. Professional and business ser-
vices improved by 0.9 percent during the third quarter and by 
7.7 percent over the year. The educational and health services 
sector declined by 0.2 percent over the quarter. Unfortunately, 
the data do not yet show whether it is the health care or edu-
cational sector driving the decline. However, both industries 
have been historically strong in Grand Rapids. The financial 
services sector also declined over the third quarter, falling by 
0.6 percent. 
Government employment grew by 1.3 percent over the third 
quarter, though the public sector remains 0.5 percent below 
the same quarter for 2014.
Each quarter, we rotate which aspect of labor demand we 
examine from Labor/Insight, an interactive application from 
Burning Glass Technologies that generates reports in real 
time on job-posting data. This quarter we have come back 
to where we started, looking at the education and experience 
levels demanded by area employers in the last year. Postings 
from Grand Rapids–area employers suggest a bachelor’s de-
gree is still in demand. The largest demand was for workers 
holding at least a bachelor’s degree. High school degrees were 
the second-highest educational level demanded, and they con-
tained the most opportunities for inexperienced workers. Note 
that 69 percent of job postings in the past year were excluded 
from this chart, as they did not list education and experience 
requirements for the job.
The area’s economic indicators were mixed, suggesting em-
ployment conditions will be flat in the fourth quarter. New 
claims for unemployment insurance were down by 8.7 per-
cent in the quarter. The rate of construction was down by 12.5 
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2015 2015 % change, 2014 % change,
Measure Q3 Q2 Q2 to Q3 Q3 Q3 to Q3
Employment (by place of work)
Total nonfarm employment 535,920 532,190 0.7 514,540 4.2
Goods-producing 130,470 129,400 0.8 122,870 6.2
    Construction and mining 21,870 22,220 –1.6 20,060 9.0
    Manufacturing 108,600 107,180 1.3 102,810 5.6
        Durable goods 77,060 75,920 1.5 71,830 7.3
        Nondurable goods 31,540 31,260 0.9 30,980 1.8
Private service–providing 359,980 357,890 0.6 345,990 4.0
   Trade, transportation, and utilities 91,350 90,940 0.5 89,870 1.6
        Transportation and utilities 14,120 14,060 0.4 13,690 3.1
        Wholesale trade 29,220 29,090 0.4 28,860 1.2
        Retail trade 48,010 47,790 0.5 47,320 1.5
    Information 5,300 5,290 0.2 5,370 –1.3
    Financial activities 25,360 25,510 –0.6 24,900 1.8
    Professional and business services 82,840 82,080 0.9 76,900 7.7
    Educational and health services 85,490 85,640 –0.2 83,000 3.0
    Leisure and hospitality 48,000 46,910 2.3 44,570 7.7
    Other services 21,640 21,520 0.6 21,380 1.2
Government 45,470 44,900 1.3 45,680 –0.5
Unemployment
Number unemployed 19,000 21,590 –12.0 26,890 –29.3
Unemployment rate (%) 3.4 3.9 4.9
Local indexes
UI initial claims 515 564 –8.7 640 –19.5
New dwelling unitsa 2,890 3,704 –22.0 3,302 –12.5
NOTE: Categories may not sum to total because of rounding.  
   a Seasonally adjusted annual rates.
SOURCE: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Based on dwelling data from Dodge Data & Analytics; and on employment data from the 
Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth.
Grand Rapids–Wyoming MSA
Industry Employment Change by Place of Work, First Quarter to First Quarter
(not seasonally adjusted)
2015 2014 Percent 2015 2014 Percent
Industry Q1 Q1 change Industry Q1 Q1 change
Goods-producing Health care and social assistance 67,710 57,300 18.2
Food manufacturing 9,500 6,560 44.8    Ambulatory health care services 20,700 16,940 22.2
Chemical manufacturing 4,400 3,590 22.6    Hospitals 25,800 24,220 6.5
Plastics and rubber products mfg. 10,170 7,300 39.3 Arts, entertainment, and recreation 4,740 3,710 27.8
Fabricated metal products mfg. 13,620 7,210 88.9 Accommodation and food services 38,200 28,530 33.9
Machinery manufacturing 12,630 9,560 32.1    Food services and drinking places 34,720 25,650 35.4
Transportation equipment mfg. 16,870 14,840 13.7 Government
Furniture and related products mfg. 11,530 5,840 97.4 Federal government 3,180 2,980 6.7
Private service–providing State government 5,650 2,890 95.5
Professional and technical services 19,330 15,590 24.0 Local government 34,960 26,100 33.9
Administrative and support services 42,840 47,100 –9.0
Educational services 12,820 10,270 24.8
SOURCE: Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth, QCEW/ES-202 data.
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HOLLAND–OTTAWA COUNTY
Private-Sector Gains Push Unemployment to 15-Year Low
Employment in the first quarter of 2015 increased by 1.1 
percent in Ottawa County, largely on the strength of gains in 
the private sector. The county’s unemployment rate fell to 3.3 
percent in the third quarter of 2015, a rate not seen since 2001. 
The county’s economic indicators were positive, suggesting 
continued employment growth into the next quarter.
Note that because of data constraints, Ottawa County data 
is presented for the most recent quarter, the third quarter of 
2015, where available. However, industry employment data 
is shown most recently for the first quarter of 2015.
The figure above shows employment by residence growing 
virtually without pause since 2010. The unemployment rate has 
fallen to 3.3, close to what economists call “full employment.” 
Labor markets have thus been tight: a November 8 article in 
the Holland Sentinel reported that many area employers have 
had a hard time recruiting applicants because so few people 
are currently looking for work. 
Goods-producing employment grew by 2.1 percent in the 
first quarter. Employment growth was driven by a matching 
2.1 percent gain in manufacturing employment. Construction 
employment also grew by 2.0 percent. Area construction firms 
Elzinga and Volkers and Lakewood Construction are both 
adding jobs. Holland furniture manufacturer Nuvar Inc. is 
expanding and adding 12 jobs. GLASSource, a manufacturer 
of mirrors and other glass products, is expanding in Grand 
Haven and creating 21 jobs. And although Kraft Heinz has 
announced the closure of seven plants, the Holland facility 
will not be affected. 
The service sector improved by 1.3 percent over the quarter, 
with gains across nearly every industry. Only the informa-
tion sector contracted during the first quarter, dropping just 10 
jobs over the quarter. Growth was robust in the professional 
and business sector, which increased by 2.6 percent. Kenco is 
expanding its logistics operations in Zeeland, adding 20 new 
positions. Underwriter Laboratories has opened a furniture 
testing lab, adding nine jobs. Health care employment growth 
has slowed at hospitals, but ambulatory facilities and residen-
tial care are still growing. Locally, Vista Springs Living’s new 
location, Holland Meadows, a retirement community, opened 
in October, adding 17 new jobs.
Government employment fell by 2.5 percent over the quarter 
but remains 0.3 percent above the level for the first quarter 
of 2014.
Each quarter, we rotate which aspect of labor demand we 
examine from Labor/Insight, an interactive application from 
Burning Glass Technologies that generates reports in real 
time on job-posting data. This quarter we have come back 
to where we started, looking at the education and experience 
levels demanded by area employers in job postings over 
the past year. The largest number of jobs were available for 
those holding a bachelor’s degree. In fact, there were twice 
as many opportunities for those having at least three years 
of experience and a bachelor’s degree as for applicants with 
just zero to two years of experience and holding a bachelor’s 
degree. There were relatively few postings for graduate 
degree holders, in spite of a more educated population. Of 
Ottawa County’s residents aged 25 and older, 11.3 percent 
have a graduate degree, while only 9.6 percent of the postings 
require a graduate degree. However, 69 percent of job postings 
in the county lack detail on education and experience, so there 
could be more opportunities for graduate degree holders than 
the data suggest.  
The area’s economic indicators were positive, suggesting 
employment growth will continue into the next quarter. Initial 
claims for unemployment insurance (UI) fell by 4.8 percent 
over the third quarter. The rate of new construction picked up 
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Industry Employment Change by Place of Work, First Quarter to First Quarter
(not seasonally adjusted)
2015 2014 Percent 2015 2014 Percent
Industry Q1 Q1 change Industry Q1 Q1 change
Goods-producing Health care and social assistance 8,430 8,300 1.6
Food manufacturing 3,970 3,720 6.7    Ambulatory health care services 3,390 3,270 3.7
Fabricated metal products mfg. 5,950 5,560 7.0 Arts, entertainment, and recreation 670 650 3.1
Machinery manufacturing 2,780 2,500 11.2 Accommodation and food services 8,830 8,720 1.3
Transportation equipment mfg. 4,470 4,730 –5.5    Food services and drinking places 8,250 8,140 1.4
Furniture and related products mfg. 5,560 5,260 5.7 Government
Private service–providing Federal government 390 390    0.0
Professional and technical services 3,690 3,410 8.2 State government — 3,350   —
Administrative and support services 7,880 7,530 4.6 Local government 10,390 10,420  –0.3
Educational services 2,270 2,170 4.6
SOURCE: Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth, QCEW/ES-202 data.
— = data not available.
Holland–Ottawa County
(seasonally adjusted)
2015 2014 % change, 2014 % change,
Measure Q1 Q4 Q4 to Q1 Q1 Q1 to Q1
Employment (by place of work)
Total nonfarm employment 118,280 116,970 1.1 114,370 3.4
Goods-producing 46,350 45,400 2.1 43,710 6.0
    Construction and mining 9,180 9,000 2.0 8,700 5.5
    Manufacturing 37,170 36,400 2.1 35,010 6.2
Private service–providing 57,920 57,200 1.3 56,690 2.2
    Trade, transportation, and utilities 17,230 17,090 0.8 16,800 2.6
    Information 730 740 –1.4 710 2.8
    Financial activities 3,180 3,140 1.3 3,190 –0.3
    Professional and business services 12,180 11,870 2.6 11,920 2.2
    Educational and health services 10,770 10,670 0.9 10,520 2.4
    Leisure and hospitality 10,360 10,260 1.0 10,170 1.9
    Other services 3,470 3,430 1.2 3,380 2.7
Government 14,010 14,370 –2.5 13,970 0.3
2015 2015 % change, 2014 % change,
Measure Q3 Q2 Q2 to Q3 Q3 Q3 to Q3
Unemployment
Number unemployed 4,980 5,620 –11.4 7,050 –29.4
Unemployment rate (%) 3.3 3.7 4.7
Local indexes
UI initial claims 139 146 –4.8 183 –24.0
New dwelling unitsa 1,455 1,005 44.8 1,037 40.3
NOTE:  Categories may not sum to total because of rounding.
   a Seasonally adjusted annual rates.
SOURCE: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Based on dwelling data from Dodge Data and Analytics; and on employment data from the 
Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth.
   
KALAMAZOO-PORTAGE MSA
 Employment Conditions May Soften in Fourth Quarter
Nonfarm employment grew in the Kalamazoo-Portage MSA 
by 0.5 percent, led by manufacturing and construction gains. 
The unemployment rate fell to 4.2 percent, from 4.8 in the pre-
vious quarter. The area’s economic indicators were negative, 
suggesting soft employment conditions in the fourth quarter. 
The unemployment rate, shown in the figure above, fell to 4.2 
percent in the third quarter, nearly a full point lower than the 
statewide rate of 5.1. The decline in the unemployment rate 
was due not to unemployed workers giving up and dropping 
out of the labor force but to a boost in the employed popula-
tion, as about 1,000 people found jobs.
Goods-producing employment grew by 1.2 percent in the 
third quarter. Construction employment and nondurable 
goods drove the growth, posting job gains of 1.5 and 2.7 per-
cent, respectively. There were several construction projects 
announced in downtown Kalamazoo which will begin con-
struction in early 2016. Durable goods manufacturing shrank 
by 0.2 percent in the third quarter, in contrast to other areas of 
west Michigan and the state as a whole, where durables have 
been the main driver of manufacturing employment. In spite 
of the quarterly losses, durable goods employment is still up 
by 0.6 percent from the third quarter of 2014. 
Service employment was essentially unchanged, increasing 
by a scant 0.1 percent over the quarter. Sector industries grew 
slightly, but growth was nearly offset by a 1.5 percent decline 
in professional and business services. The business services 
sector includes temporary help, and so the decline may be 
connected to the shedding of jobs in durable goods employ-
ment. The information sector also declined in the third quar-
ter, but since that is a relatively small industry, the 2.2 percent 
decline represented a loss of only 20 jobs. Leisure and hospi-
tality improved by 1.1 percent and added 180 jobs to the area. 
The news this quarter was decidedly oriented toward services 
in spite of the modest job gains in that sector. Openings in-
clude CARite, a used car dealership at the former Saturn lot in 
Kalamazoo. Also, commercial development in Texas Town-
ship was announced for a strip mall. The Yarrow Golf and 
Conference Center is being sold to a Nashville-based orga-
nization that operates rehabilitation centers for mental health 
and substance abuse. The recovery facility will employ 200 
persons. The golf course will return to natural vegetation.  
Manufacturing is growing in Vicksburg, as Eimo Technolo-
gies is adding 50 new jobs in molding and Stewart Suther-
land, a supplier of food-packaging products, is adding 15 new 
jobs.
Government employment grew by 1.8 percent over the quar-
ter and now stands 0.8 percent higher than at the same point 
in 2014. 
Each quarter, we rotate which aspect of labor demand we 
examine from Labor/Insight, an interactive application from 
Burning Glass Technologies that generates reports in real time 
on job-posting data. This quarter we have come back to where 
we started, looking at the education and experience levels de-
manded by area employers over the past 12 months. Jobs re-
quiring at least a bachelor’s degree were the clear leader in 
job postings in the last year. The next highest category, jobs 
requiring a high school education, numbered just over half 
as many jobs as those requiring a bachelor’s degree. Jobs for 
inexperienced workers were still difficult to come by, as two-
thirds of the postings for bachelor’s degree positions required 
applicants to have at least three years of experience. Note that 
72 percent of job postings in the past year were excluded from 
this chart, as they did not contain any education and experi-
ence requirements for the job.
The area’s economic indicators were negative, suggesting 
potential job losses into the fourth quarter. New claims for 
unemployment insurance grew slightly, though they remain 
at historic lows and are still at their virtual bottom. The rate 
of construction also fell slightly—though as stated earlier, the 
pace of construction may pick up with the construction proj-
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2015 2015 % change, 2014 % change,
Measure Q3 Q2 Q2 to Q3 Q3 Q3 to Q3
Employment (by place of work)
Total nonfarm employment 142,730 141,960 0.5 139,970 2.0
Goods-producing 26,320 26,020 1.2 25,250 4.2
    Construction and mining 5,390 5,310 1.5 4,880 10.5
    Manufacturing 20,930 20,710 1.1 20,370 2.7
        Durable goods 11,840 11,860 –0.2 11,770 0.6
        Nondurable goods 9,090 8,850 2.7 8,600 5.7
Private service–providing 94,620 94,530 0.1 93,110 1.6
   Trade, transportation, and utilities 24,410 24,310 0.4 25,000 –2.4
        Transportation and utilities 3,280 3,280 0.0 3,340 –1.8
        Wholesale trade 6,860 6,790 1.0 6,760 1.5
        Retail trade 14,270 14,240 0.2 14,900 –4.2
    Information 890 910 –2.2 990 –10.1
    Financial activities 8,080 8,060 0.2 7,890 2.4
    Professional and business services 16,560 16,820 –1.5 16,120 2.7
    Educational and health services 22,900 22,840 0.3 22,290 2.7
    Leisure and hospitality 16,110 15,930 1.1 15,180 6.1
    Other services 5,670 5,660 0.2 5,640 0.5
Government 21,790 21,410 1.8 21,610 0.8
Unemployment
Number unemployed 6,960 7,920 –12.1 9,590 –27.4
Unemployment rate (%) 4.2 4.8 5.9
Local indexes
UI initial claims 150 145 3.4 163 –8.0
New dwelling unitsa 549 563 –2.5 573 –4.2
NOTE: Categories may not sum to total because of rounding.  
a Seasonally adjusted annual rates; does not include Van Buren County dwelling permit data.
SOURCE: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Based on dwelling data from Dodge Data and Analytics; and on employment data from the 
Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth.
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Kalamazoo-Portage MSA
Industry Employment Change by Place of Work, First Quarter to First Quarter
(not seasonally adjusted)
2015 2014 Percent 2015 2014 Percent
Industry Q1 Q1 change Industry Q1 Q1 change
Goods-producing Health care and social assistance 19,140 19,180 –0.2
Food manufacturing 1,420 1,430 –0.7    Ambulatory health care services 6,300 6,310 –0.2
Paper manufacturing 1,890 1,720 9.9    Hospitals 6,660 6,700 –0.6
Fabricated metal products mfg. 1,790 1,690 5.9 Arts, entertainment, and recreation 1,620 1,490 8.7
Machinery manufacturing 2,200 2,270 –3.1 Accommodation and food services 12,910 12,750 1.3
Transportation equipment mfg. 2,050 1,950 5.1    Food services and drinking places 11,620 11,450 1.5
Private service–providing Government
Professional and technical services 5,240 5,150 1.7 Federal government 850 860 –1.2
Administrative and support services 8,330 8,090 3.0 State government 4,300 4,240 1.4
Educational services 2,235 2,050 9.0 Local government 12,430 12,570 –1.1
SOURCE: Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth, QCEW/ES-202 data.
MUSKEGON–NORTON SHORES MSA
Modest Growth Characterizes Muskegon Employment
Employment in Muskegon grew by a very modest 0.2 percent 
in the third quarter because of private sector gains. The 
unemployment rate fell to 5.2 percent from 5.8 percent in 
the second quarter. The area’s economic indicators were 
mixed, suggesting steady employment conditions into the next 
quarter. 
The figure above shows employment by place of work and by 
residence increasing again in the third quarter, as the unem-
ployment rate fell to 5.2 percent. Muskegon’s unemployment 
rate fell a full 2.0 points over the year and is nearly even with 
the overall unemployment rate in the state of Michigan of 5.1. 
Goods producing employment fell by 0.3 percent because of 
losses in manufacturing. Construction sector employment in-
creased by 0.5 percent over the quarter and was unchanged 
over the previous four quarters. In spite of the employment 
growth, the rate of new home construction fell off by 5.3 per-
cent. Manufacturing employment fell by 0.5 percent, the first 
employment contraction since the first quarter of 2014. Alcoa 
Howmet announced in September that the company would 
split into two organizations in 2016. A new company, called 
Alcoa, will focus on aluminum production. The Whitehall fa-
cility will be part of an as-yet-unnamed company that will 
supply parts for the automotive and aerospace industries. No 
layoffs have been announced or are currently expected. Air 
Master Systems is expanding in Norton Shores and is ex-
pected to add between 15 and 22 full-time jobs during the 
first quarter of 2016. Beyond these developments, there were 
few other major announcements in Muskegon-area manufac-
turing. However, throughout the quarter there were job fairs 
with openings at many manufacturing firms. While there are 
few major openings and expansions, there appear to be jobs 
available. 
Services were the only sector to grow in the third quarter, 
though on a mixed performance of industries. Education and 
health services improved by 3.3 percent, or 400 jobs, over 
the third quarter. However, gains were nearly offset by losses 
in several other sectors, including leisure and hospitality and 
“other services.” Muskegon Community College recently 
received a federal grant for a $2.5 million expansion of its 
downtown campus. The college plans to transfer welding, 
machining, and other production-related training to the new 
downtown campus. 
The public sector declined by 1.0 percent in the third quarter 
and has fallen by 4.5 percent over the year. The data are sea-
sonally adjusted, but seasonal patterns do still appear. In the 
third quarter, government employment fell, in spite of hav-
ing grown in the third quarter of previous years going back 
to 2012. This quarter marks the first time the area has had 
four straight quarters of government employment losses since 
2011. However, a turnaround may be coming; recently Mus-
kegon County announced a 2016 budget that would mean  no 
layoffs during the year, at least at the county level. 
Each quarter, we rotate which aspect of labor demand we 
examine from Labor/Insight, an interactive application from 
Burning Glass Technologies that generates reports in real time 
on job-posting data. This quarter we have come back to where 
we started, looking at the education and experience levels de-
manded by area employers in job postings over the past year. 
There were nearly as many posts specifying high school or 
vocational training as requiring a bachelor’s degree. And for 
less-experienced workers, high school or vocational training 
had nearly as many postings—166 jobs over the year—as de-
gree holders with two years or less experience. The number of 
job postings in the data appears to be quite small; that number 
only represents 25 percent of the job postings over the year. 
Three-quarters of the jobs found by Burning Glass did not 
have information on what levels of education and experience 
were needed.
The area’s economic indicators were mixed for the third quar-
ter, suggesting little net change to area employment in the 
next quarter. New claims for unemployment insurance fell by 
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Industry Employment Change by Place of Work, First Quarter to First Quarter
(not seasonally adjusted)
2015 2014 Percent 2015 2014 Percent
Industry Q1 Q1 change Industry Q1 Q1 change
Goods-producing Health care and social assistance 10,300 9,940 3.6
Primary metal manufacturing 4,010 3,790 5.8    Ambulatory health care services 3,200 3,130 2.2
Fabricated metal products mfg. 2,300 2,780 –17.3 Arts, entertainment, and recreation 590 650 –9.2
Machinery manufacturing 1,480 1,450 2.1 Accommodation and food services 5,570 5,450 2.2
Transportation equipment mfg. 1,630 980 66.3    Food services and drinking places 5,270 5,170 1.9
Private service–producing Government
Professional and technical services 1,010 1,020 –1.0 Federal government 330 340 –2.9
Administrative and support services 3,020 2,420 24.8 State government 890 870 2.3
Educational services 790 810 –2.5 Local government 6,070 6,160 –1.5
SOURCE: Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth, QCEW/ES-202 data.
Muskegon–Norton Shores MSA
(seasonally adjusted)
2015 2015 % change, 2014 % change,
Measure Q3 Q2 Q2 to Q3 Q3 Q3 to Q3
Employment (by place of work)
Total nonfarm employment 63,730 63,590 0.2 63,040 1.1
Goods-producing 15,090 15,140 –0.3 14,860 1.5
    Construction and mining 1,910 1,900 0.5 1,910 0.0
    Manufacturing 13,180 13,240 –0.5 12,950 1.8
Private service–providing 41,560 41,300 0.6 40,770 1.9
    Trade, transportation, and utilities 13,690 13,730 –0.3 13,530 1.2
        Retail trade 10,860 10,930 –0.6 10,760 0.9
    Information 790 800 –1.3 790 0.0
    Financial activities 1,780 1,790 –0.6 1,780 0.0
    Professional and business services 3,550 3,520 0.9 3,620 –1.9
    Educational and health services 12,350 11,950 3.3 11,820 4.5
    Leisure and hospitality 7,070 7,170 –1.4 6,830 3.5
    Other services 2,330 2,340 –0.4 2,400 –2.9
Government 7,080 7,150 –1.0 7,410 –4.5
Unemployment
Number unemployed 4,000 4,500 –11.1 5,540 –27.8
Unemployment rate (%) 5.2 5.8 7.2
Local indexes
UI initial claims 171 191 –10.5 179 –4.5
New dwelling unitsa 162 171 –5.3 135 20.0
NOTE: Categories may not sum to total because of rounding. 
   a Seasonally adjusted annual rates.
SOURCE: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Based on dwelling data from Dodge Data and Analytics; and on employment data from the 
Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth.
NILES–BENTON HARBOR MSA
 Manufacturing Gains Outpace Service and Government Losses
Employment in the Niles–Benton Harbor MSA improved by 
0.3 percent due to manufacturing nudging out losses in ser-
vices and government. The area’s unemployment rate fell to 
4.8 percent over the quarter, from 5.3 in the previous quar-
ter. The economic indicators were mixed, suggesting little 
change in employment in the coming quarter.
The figure above shows employment by place of residence 
increasing in the third quarter after falling in the second 
quarter. The unemployment rate duly fell to 4.8 percent, 
the lowest rate since 2000. Employment growth in Benton 
Harbor has not been as steady as the statewide average, yet 
the unemployment rate was lower in the third quarter than for 
the previous quarter. Unfortunately, the likely reason for the 
lower rate is that as many unemployed workers have left the 
labor force as have found employment. 
Goods-producing employment increased because of a 2.5 
percent gain in manufacturing employment. The construction 
industry fell by 3.8 percent over the quarter, shedding 70 
jobs. In spite of the losses in construction employment, the 
rate of new home construction improved by 36.7 percent 
over the quarter. Along with the increase in manufacturing 
employment, the news was positive, if underwhelming. 
Shepherd Caster, a maker of casters and wheels, is investing 
$1.55 million to build its distribution center, which, as 
reported last issue, will bring in 50 new jobs. Chassix in 
Benton Harbor, which does chassis casting and machining, 
is enlarging its parking lot in anticipation of additional hires 
in the next two years. The casting facility currently employs 
230 workers. SPI Blow Molding, which makes molded parts 
in Coloma, announced that it would add five employees 
through the spring of 2016.
Private service–providing employment decreased very 
slightly in the third quarter, as modest gains could not offset 
large losses in certain industries. The trade, transportation, 
and utilities sector lost 450 jobs, or 4.3 percent, in the third 
quarter. This sector has several subindustries, but more detail 
is not available yet on whether losses were in wholesale trade, 
transportation, or utilities. The only known subindustry in this 
group, retail trade, was unchanged. Going against statewide 
trends, leisure and hospitality employment grew by 2.9 
percent, or 220 jobs, over the quarter. Professional services 
and education and health services both increased by 90 jobs.
Public sector employment shed 60 jobs during third quarter, 
a decline of 0.7 percent. In spite of the quarter’s loss, gov-
ernment employment is up by 0.3 percent over the past 12 
months.
Each quarter, we rotate which aspect of labor demand we 
examine from Labor/Insight, an interactive application from 
Burning Glass Technologies that generates reports in real time 
on job-posting data. This quarter we have come back to where 
we started, looking at the education and experience levels de-
manded by area employers in job postings over the past year. 
For positions requiring a bachelor’s degree or higher, there 
are more opportunities for workers with at least three years 
of experience, and there are twice as many opportunities for 
experienced workers with a bachelor’s degree as there are for 
workers with zero to two years of experience and no bache-
lor’s degree. The Niles–Benton Harbor MSA is one of the few 
areas in west Michigan where there are more opportunities 
for graduate-degree holders than for those with an associate’s 
degree, though most of these postings require at least three 
years of experience. However, for applicants with an associ-
ate’s degree or less, there are more entry-level opportunities. 
Note that these data include only 25 percent of postings for 
the last 12 months. The remaining 75 percent  lacked informa-
tion on experience and education levels.
The area’s economic indicators were mixed, suggesting 
steady employment into the next quarter. Initial claims for 
unemployment insurance increased slightly, rising by 9.9 per-
cent over the quarter. UI claims remain at historic lows. The 
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Niles–Benton Harbor MSA
Industry Employment Change by Place of Work, First Quarter to First Quarter
(not seasonally adjusted)
2015 2014 Percent 2015 2014 Percent
Industry Q1 Q1 change Industry Q1 Q1 change
Goods-producing Health care and social assistance 7,330 7,050 4.0
Primary metal manufacturing 1,300 1,160 12.1    Ambulatory health care services 2,380 2,290 3.9
Fabricated metal products mfg. 1,900 1,770 7.3 Arts, entertainment, and recreation 510 530 –3.8
Machinery manufacturing 1,540 1,550 –0.6 Accommodation and food services 5,580 5,420 3.0
Transportation equipment mfg. 1,240 1,220 1.6    Food services and drinking places 4,950 4,850 2.1
Private service–providing Government
Professional and technical services 1,400 1,370 2.2 Federal government 310 300 3.3
Administrative and support services 4,360 4,060 7.4 State government 370 330 12.1
Educational services 1,350 1,350 0.0 Local government 7,840 7,990 –1.9
SOURCE: Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth, QCEW/ES-202 data.
Niles–Benton Harbor MSA
(seasonally adjusted)
2015 2015 % change, 2014 % change,
Measure Q3 Q2 Q2 to Q3 Q3 Q3 to Q3
Employment (by place of work)
Total nonfarm employment 61,660 61,490 0.3 60,740 1.5
Goods-producing 15,250 14,990 1.7 14,780 3.2
    Construction and mining 1,760 1,830 –3.8 1,820 –3.3
    Manufacturing 13,490 13,160 2.5 12,960 4.1
Private service–providing 37,590 37,620 –0.1 37,170 1.1
    Trade, transportation, and utilities 10,040 10,490 –4.3 10,590 –5.2
        Retail trade 6,540 6,540 0.0 6,540 0.0
    Information 490 500 –2.0 490 0.0
    Financial activities 2,270 2,220 2.3 2,200 3.2
    Professional and business services 5,700 5,610 1.6 5,670 0.5
    Educational and health services 8,980 8,890 1.0 8,810 1.9
    Leisure and hospitality 7,770 7,550 2.9 7,030 10.5
    Other services 2,340 2,360 –0.8 2,380 –1.7
Government 8,820 8,880 –0.7 8,790 0.3
Unemployment
Number unemployed 3,500 3,890 –10.0 4,730 –26.0
Unemployment rate (%) 4.8 5.3 6.5
Local indexes
UI initial claims 111 101 9.9 113 –1.8
New dwelling unitsa 201 147 36.7 174 15.5
NOTE: Categories may not sum to total because of rounding.
   a Seasonally adjusted annual rates.
SOURCE: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Based on dwelling data from Dodge Data and Analytics; and on employment data from the 
Michigan Department of Energy, Labor, and Economic Growth.
PURCHASING MANAGERS INDEX
In the most recent survey from Brian Long at the Institute 
for Supply Chain Management, Long writes, “For what now 
seems like the fortieth time, slow growth is still the best 
way to describe the west Michigan economy.” Dr. Long 
sounded cautious regarding the survey responses on short-
term business outlook, whose index, while still positive, has 
been declining steadily. The composite Purchasing Managers 
Index shown in the figure actually fell below 50 in the last two 
months, suggesting a slight industry contraction. However, 
although an effort is made to seasonally adjust the data, in the 
third quarters of 2012 and 2013 there were mild downturns of 
the index that resulted in no lasting effects. The recent dip in 
the index may be a return to that pattern.
Two index components—new orders and production—were 
positive, but less positive than in previous surveys. However, 
both purchases and employment have picked up steam in 
recent surveys. 
In the industry outlook, Long writes that office furniture is 
“near an all-time high”—an assessment similar to that of 
the furniture index by Michael A. Dunlap and Associates. 
The auto parts industry is still doing well, and the smaller 
aerospace industry is also growing, on new orders by Boeing 
and Airbus. Long suggests that capital equipment production 
may be harmed by competition from foreign firms discounting 
equipment because of slower sales abroad.
 
Battle Creek MSA
Education news was mixed. Kellogg Community College is 
expanding its Regional Manufacturing Technology Center in 
the Fort Custer Industrial Park, though it has not announced 
specific hires for new instructors. However, in less promis-
ing news, Miller College in Battle Creek has announced staff 
cuts.
Grand Rapids–Wyoming MSA
Byrne Electrical in Montcalm County is constructing a 
new facility, adding 32 jobs. Hearthside in Grand Rapids 
is adding a new baking line, which is expected to create 
66 jobs.
New Holland Brewing is constructing a brewpub, mi-
crodistillery, and restaurant in Grand Rapids and has an-
nounced that the project will create 150 jobs at the new 
facility in both production and service.
Holland–Ottawa County
Construction firms Elzinga and Volkers and Lakewood 
Construction are both expanding. Nuvar Inc. is adding 12 
jobs in furniture production. GLASSource is creating 21 
jobs in Grand Haven. 
Kenco, a Zeeland logistics firm, is adding 20 jobs. Under-
writer Laboratories is adding nine jobs in furniture product 
testing. 
Holland Meadows, a new retirement community from Vista 
Springs Living which opened in October, will employ 17 
workers.
Kalamazoo-Portage MSA
A used car dealership has moved into the former Saturn 
site. A strip mall will be developed in Texas Township. 
The Yarrow Golf and Conference Center is being sold to 
a Nashville-based organization that operates rehabilitation 
centers for mental health and substance abuse. The recov-
ery facility will employ 200 persons.  
Vicksburg-based manufacturers Eimo Technologies and 
Stewart Sutherland are adding 50 and 15 jobs, respectively.
Muskegon–Norton Shores MSA
Air Master Systems is adding between 15 and 22 new jobs 
in Norton Shores.
Niles–Benton Harbor MSA
Shepherd Caster’s new distribution center will cost $1.55 
million and bring in 50 jobs. Chassix announced an expan-
sion that will add an undetermined number of jobs over the 
next two years. SPI Blow Molding in Coloma expects to 
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